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The spectacular success of the well-choreographed Desert Storm air
campaign held out promise that [precision] strike weapons such as the
Tomahawk and F-117 could become the war deterrents of the post-nuclear
era. ,

CDR Sam J. Tangredi, USN, Proceedings

Many believe that precision strike weapons can win all future wars.

General Dennis J. Reimer, USA, Joint Force Quarterly

A belief in the all-powerful nature of high-tech weapons and long-range
bombardment is wonderfully appealing to contemporary Americans. It
both flatters their justified pride in American technology and suggests the
possibility of repeated victories, without risk of serious casualties.

Anatol Lieven, Armed Forces Journal International

There are many diverse opinions in the United States with respect to the proper emphasis
to be placed on thé development of high-technology military equipment and its application and
potential benefits on future battlefields. The advanced technology equipment pursued by the
U.S. military that appeal most to America’s high technology oriented society are the precision
guided munitions (PGMs). On 18 January 1991 PGMs burst into America’s consciousness as
the allied air commander for Desert Storm, Lieutenant General Charles Horner, showed video
clips on national television of laser-guided Bombé flying through doorways and into ventilation
trunks of Iraqi command and storage facilities. The lexicon of these ;‘smart” weapons came into
every day use; lasef—gilided bombs, Tomahawk Land Attack Missiles (TLAMSs) and accuracy -
measured in plus or minus a few feet of the intended tafget were now discussed by average

Americans. The promise of these new weapons was clear: that American technological
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superiority would enable the United States to deter or win wars from long-range, with relatively .

low risk to friendly forces and With little‘impact on “innocent” enemy civilian populations.

These new weapons appeared to be just what the United States needed once the Cold War
ended and the Soviet threat was diminished. The remaining Cold War nuclear arsenal held little
promise as a deterrent against emerging threats to American interests. PGMs offered an
application of conventional military force that appeared to be the technological answer to
America's "...reluctance to commit forces for long periods of time, aversion to taking casualties,
fear of collateral damage and sensitivity to world and domestic opinion:""

PGMs have indeed become tile weapon of choice for our political and military leaders,
and Americans accepf their use as a justifiable application of military fofce to protect U.S.
interests and project influence. Whether against Iraq, Bosnia, or Osama Bin Ladeﬁ’s

“infrastructure of terrorism,” 2 PGMs are the weapons employed first, and with them Americans

expect to win wars quickly and painlessly.3 These high expectations along with the willingness
to use PGMs frequently, has resulted in U.S. military ieaders placing great emphasis on these
weapons for future operations. Consequently, military planning has become focused on the
tactical employment of this particular weapon in an attempt to achieve strategic objectives.
While PGMs are effective tactical weapons, these tactics should be part of an operational plan
that is itself based on strategy.
Operational commanders will be hard pressed to achieve strategic objectives if they must
| rely on PGMs as the only acceptable form of military power the U.S. is prepared to use. This is
especially true in light of the growing concern among U.S. leaders regarding the threat of

“asymmetric warfare.” The particularly challenging nature of this type of warfare will require




innovative operational planning, not just favorite weapons, if America is to project global

influence.

Tomorrow’s Adversary

The only thing one can safely say about any likely near-term (in the next decade)
adversaries to the United States is that they will not be peer competitors to the United States in
size, or technical prowess of their military forces. If “the United States is the only country with

* who are we likely to confront in the

both global interests and the ability to protect them,”
pursuit of our national interests or even the defense of America itself? A common theme among
those attempting to aﬁswer this question is to reminisce about the familiar bipolar world of the
past half century, when threats to the nation could be framed in terms of U.S.- Soviet
competition.” Although war with the Soviets was avoided, U.S. military forces were not idle,
and there are lessons to be learned from their activities during the Cold War era.

Instead of Soviet forces the U.S. military faced a myriad of adversaries from across the
globe. American military forces engaged in combat across the spectrum of armed conflict,
against opponents who were numerically and technologically inferior. From large-scale combat
operations in Vietnam, to the invasions of Panama and Grenada, to peacekeeping in Lebanon,
military force was employed to assert U.S. influence and protect American interests. This range
of military operations was characterized as counter-insurgencies, guerrilla wars, nation building,‘
peacemaking and counter-terrorism. Since the Guif War, the United States has continued to face
many similar challenges including interventions.in Somalia, Bosnia, and Haiti, and in the

declared “wars” on both drugs and terrorism. The Gulf War itself was an anomaly in that

American forces fought a Soviet-style army in the type of conventional warfare they had trained




for throughout the Cold War. Aside from the Gulf War, the modern term “asymmetric warfare”

is often applied to the types of military operations that have kept American forces occupied since
WWIL

Asymmetric warfare is a term that means different things to different people. For the
purposes of this paper, asymmetric warfare is the employment of a different type, arrangement or
approach to using military forces in relation to the enemy’s military operations. It <;overs the
range of conceivable responses to the use of military force including a passive non-response, to a
rapid escalation of the conflict using weapons of mass destruction (WMD). In addition to
WMD, asymmetric warfare techniques of greatest concern include terrorist acts aimed at
Americans abroad ahd at home, disruption of our information systems, and the enemy’s use of
complex terrain such as urban areas. A recent example of the possibilities of asymmetric Warfare

is the 1996 victory of Chechen rebels over the Russian army 6 in which “...a semi-trained and

poorly equipped force successfully waged a war of attritfon that eventually wore down the larger,
technologically superior Russian army.”’ Examples of asymmetric warfare like the Russian
experience in Chechnya, and the growing threat it poses to U.S. security is on the mind of policy
makers.

Joint Vision 2010 (JV 2010) states, “our most vexing future adversary may be one who can
use techhology to make rapid improvements in its military capabilities that provide asymmetrical
counters to U.S. military strengths...," that our future adversaries will “desire to avoid our
strengths and exploit our vulnerabilities." 8 Sinée 1997 the Quadrennial Defense Review
(QDR), the Secretary of Defense and the policy of the current Chéirman of the Joint Chiefs of
Staff (CJCS) have each endorsed JV 2010 as the basic document guiding our military forces into

the next century.” The President’s National Security Strategy for a New Century warns that:




...the United States must plan and prepare to fight and win under conditions
. where an adversary may use asymmetric means against us —unconventional
approaches that avoid or undermine our strengths while exploiting our
vulnerabilities. This is of particular importance and a significant challenge.
Because of our dominance in the conventional military arena, adversaries
who challenge the United States are likely to do so using asymmetric means,
such as WMD, information operations or terrorism.!
This security strategy in combination with its derivative the National Military Strategy and JV
2010 establish priorities for U.S. military procurement, force structure and doctrine. Each
document clearly addresses adversaries who pose asymmetric threats.

Some of the adversaries who pose this type of threat to the United States and are of
greatest concern to policy makers include international terrorist organizations, trans-national
criminal enterprises, and rogue states with leaders who desire to gain regional hegemony."!
These adversaries currently threaten United States national security, and they are multiplying.'?

. If the expanding threat of asymmetric warfare by these diverse adversaries is a serious concern
for U.S. security and interests, then how do the key documents cited above propose to address it
with military force? As argued above, JV 2010 is the cornerstone for future U.S. military

planning and it advocates the new concept of precision engagement as the way military force

will be used to take the fight to the enemy.

Precision Engagement

Long-range precision capability, combined with a wide range of
delivery systems, is emerging as a key factor in future warfare.
Technological advances will continue the trend toward improved
precision.

Jv 2010




The basic tenant of JV 2010 is that advanced technology will dominate future U.S. ¢

conflicts.’* To ensure that the United States retains the lead in advanced technology is thus of .

supreme importance. JV 2010 envisions a high technology force capable of “Full Spectrum
Dominance” on the battlefield. This dominance will be achieved by developing four key
operational cdncepts or capabilities: dominant maneuver, precision engagement, full dimension
protection and focused logistics. JV 2010 further proposes that the impact of high technology
will be most important for precision engagemen’t.14

‘The term precision engagement captures the primary attributes U.S. military forces will
require to effectively engage the enemy on future battlefields. To accomplish precision
engagement JV 2010 envisions a high technology “...system of systems that enables our forces
to locate the objective or target, provide responsive command and control, generate the desired
effect, assess our level of success and retain the flexibility to reengage with precision when

required.” JV 2010 then goes on to say that “precision engagement will build on current

advantages in delivery accuracy...” and emphasizes “discriminate weapon strikes” and “precise,

»15 1f precision engagement is how future forces will take the

all weather stand-off capability.
fight to the enemy, then the blows in that fight will be delivered by PGMs.

That PGMs are to be the centerpiece of our high technology arsenal is clearly evident in
the Department of Defense’s 1999 budget with its stated support for “...the QDR’s [and thus JV
2610’5] emphasis on munitions of superior precision,” and the list it provides of several precision
guided strike weapons for which “sqbstantial funding” is allocated.'® With PGMs destined to
become the focus of the U.S. military’s weapons procurement program, their employment could

dominate doctrine development, training and planning efforts. Evidence that political and

military leaders and most Americans feel that PGMs are the primary military force to be used to




assert U.S. influence around the world includes nﬁmerous useé since the Gulf War; airstrikes
using PGMs, including Tomahawk missiles, have been the first threats to compel U.S.
adversaries to do what America wants. In the summer of 1995 in Bosnia, in August 1998 dgainst
the terrorist network of Osama Bin Laden, and most recently in Operation Desert Fox in Iraq,
PGMs were the first weapons employed in assert U.S. influence. In the latter two cases PGMs
were the sdle use of military force; the results they achieved were dubious at best, at worst the
strikes were both strategically incoherent and a significant waste of resources.” If PGMs are
both the military force of choice and are the focus of procurement and planning, how effective

will they be against the threat of asymmetric warfare?

Tactical Advantages and Disadvantages of PGMs

Tactically PGMs share many of the advantages that are generally ascribed to airpower,
plus some unique ones.'® PGMs, especially cruise missiles, can quickly strike deep into the
battlefield, with low risk to friendly forces. They are particularly effective against fixed pinpoint
targets such as bridges, communications facilities, and electrical power generating plants. They
can destroy or shutdown these targets with a fraction of the ordnance and sorties required when
uSing non-precision weapons.19 They also bring the fight to the enemy, attriting their assets
while friendly forces remain largely unengagedf Finally, the destruction or disabling of many of
the targets they are. designed to hit, such has command and control facilities, couid have strategic
implications.

Many of the disadvantages of PGMs, like the advantages, resemble those of air power.
PGMs can destroy facilities and forces but they do not occupy or hold enemy territory, and their

effects are by nature transitory, as attacks are of relatively short duration. Along with these
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traditional disadvantages of air power, PGMs have some of their own. Targeting these munitions .

is extremely. difficult because the weapons require precisé information in both time and space.
The target must be identified, its precise location known, and it must be at that precisevlocation
when the munition arrives; any errors in this process and the PGM is not used effectively.
Additionally, PGMs are an order of magnitude more expensive than non-precision munitions,
thus the quantities available for use are limited.?® Finally, the expectation that PGMs will always
hit their intended target has been exaggerated by the military and the civilian media coverage
both during and after the Gulf War.2! The impression that they have an “unerring aim” is even
shared by American adversaries, as evident when Iraqi citizens went about their daily business
duﬁng Operation Desért Fox, confident that U.S. PGMs would accurately hit “military targets”

as advertised.?

PGMs and the Asymmetric Threat

When other world actors play by our rules, we triumph.
Increasingly however, the world doesn’t give a damn about our
laws, customs or table manners.

| Major Ralph Peters, USA, Parameters

...war consists of a continuous interaction of opposites.

Carl Von Clausewitz, On War

How will the advantages and disadvantages of PGMs effect their performance against

asymmetric threats? Some of the primary characteristics of adversaries whom we expect to use
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asymmetric warfare are precisely what make employing PGMs difficult. It is often hard to

determine what assets and forces an asymmetric adversary possesses, and locating them in both

time and space is difficult. Osama Bin Laden’s whereabouts and his orgénization’s training
areas are difficult to target and locate for these very reasons. Even large mobile missile
launchers, such as Iraq’s Scud Transporter-Erector-Launchers, present a significant locating
problem. As an example, during the Gulf War the allied coalition spent a signiﬁcanf amount of
time and resources pursuing Scud launchers, the U.S. Air Force alone flew over 4000 “Scud
hunting” missions, yet achieved few tangible results.”> Even if accurate targeting data can be
obtained for these mobile targets, questions of territorial sovereignty can become a major issue;
terrorists and international criminals reside in sovereign countries, presenting international legal
and diplomatic issues to complicate attacking them. WMD bring up a particularly insidious
problem. Targeting and hitting WMD stockpiles raises a risk that biological, chemical or
radioactive materials may be released into the environment, causing unwanted collateral civilian
casualties. During Operation Desert Fox PGM attacks against WMD sites were not conducted
fof this .very reason.*

From fhe brief discussion above it is not hard to imagine a myriad of ways an adversary
could seek to disrupt the targeting or prevent the use of PGMs. However, it may also be
advantageous, and require less effort, for an adversary to hide his targets right on “the
battlefield.” For instance, co-locating targets with civilian facilities can take advantage of the
U.S. aversion to civilian casualties. Additionally, an adversary could essentially do nothing,
counting that once the U.S. has expended its PGMs and yet failed to achieve its objectives,
Americans would show a lack of resolve to pursue other alternatives. Since the Gulf War, Iraq

has employed this “do nothing” strategy against repeated U.S. PGM attacks believing, as the



Iraqi Defense Minister stated in December 1998, if they “hold tight,” the “Americans will go
away.”? This simple “do nothing” strategy could be effective if complimented by a propaganda
campaign to win interhational support against the United States as the perpetrator of aggression.
- All these proposed strategies and tactics suggest that operational employment of
asymmetric warfare presents a particularly challenging problem for using PGMs, especially if

U.S. leaders continue to expect these tactical weapons to accomplish the task alone.

An Alternative Path

At present, we are preparing for the war we want to fight someday,
not for the conflicts we cannot avoid.

Major Ralph Peters, USA, Parameters

Since asymmetric threats are what the United States is certain to confront in the next
decade and the current use of PGMs will not be effective against them, how should civilian and
military leaders and operational commanders alter the courses they are pursuing? This paper
proposes a two-fold resolution to this issué, one for the leaders who are directing military forces

into the next century and one for the operational commander who must deal with the present.

A New Vision
Instead of procuring a PGM-dominated arsenal and then force-fitting national security
strategy and military tactics to its use, U.S. civilian and military leaders need to develop a

coherent strategy to oppose asymmetric threats confronting the nation. Once the strategy is in
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place, then procure the weapons necessary to achieve it. Presently JV 2010 is the vision guiding
the U.S. military into the next century, another document just as influential is required to
adequately address the asymrﬁetric threats presently confronting the United States. This new
evolving document must refocus planning, doctrine and training towards a more balanced
approach to the use of military power, away from the glamour of advanced technology gadgets
and weapons. It should realistically consider that the full range of military options, including
well-trained troops fighting on the ground, might be required to achieve strategic objectives. A
broader vision of war fighting will drive the use of military force away from the hollow promisé
of PGMs and will provide the operational commander the flexibility to use all. the possible

military options to support strategy.

Operational Planning

| At the operational level of war, the military commander recognizes that a well-conceived
plan is still essential to achievement of national ijectives. Although U.S. civilian leadefs
pursuing these objectives seem determined to constrain militéry commanders to hearly exclusive
use of PGMs, planning at the operational level must not be restrained. The commander’s
estimate of the situation and operational plan must consider the full range of military responses,
especially when tasked with planning for an asymmetric threat. The unpredictable nature of this
threat requires an innovative approach. Planners must seek ways to leverage the advantages of

PGMs against the asymmetric adversary in their plans and not make PGMs the focus of the

entire plan.
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PGMs do have a role against asymmetric adversaries but it is an attack against their
critical vulnerabilities as part of an overall plan is the key to their effective use. Just destrdying .
targetable facilities and equipment is not likely to achieve U.S. goals, but combined with other
- applications of military and national power it can make a significant contribution to an operation.
The basic elements of operational planning including the analysis of space, force and time, and
identification of centers of gravity and critical weaknesses will reveal that the asymmetric
adversary is an elusive challenge. The plan for this adversary, and its branches and sequels,
must be well conceived and may require other forms of military force. Even if constrained
initially to using PGMs, the operational commander must have a comprehensive plan, generated
by good operational ahalysis, to ensure they will be ready to answer the question “What’s Next?”

when the PGMs fail to achieve US objectives

Conclusion

...the enduring legacy of the Gulf War is the expectation for a quick
victory with few casualties.

Major General Robert H. Scales, USA,
Armed Forces Journal International

In a final assessment perhaps the Vietnam experience did more than the Gulf War to
prepare the United States for future warfare. The Vietminh were an asymmetric enemy in every
sense of the term; they had no front liné, operated in complex terrain, and had few precision
targets. Americans ended up rooting around in the jungles of Southeast Asia for over ten years
without defeating the Vietnamese land yet suffered over 50,000 killed in action. By confrast Iraq

was the type of adversary that U.S. forces and force structure had been designed to defeat. The
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“strategic air campaign” of Desert Storm followed by 100 hours of decisive ground combat gave

Americans an assurance that even with the decline of the Soviet Union wars would be nice and

tidy; casualties would be measured in the hundreds. The news conferences with video tapes of

PGMs striking pinpoint targets made celebrities of our military leaders and gave the public the
false impression that PGMs were the decisive factor, even '_though they accounted for less than
eight percent of thé bomb tonnage expended.®

The legacy of the Gulf War is a false promisé indeed. The wbrld continues to be full of
adversaries with their own ambitions and little interest in peace, harmony and thé American way
of life. These adversaries watched the same Gulf War news briefings that Americans saw and
took the lessons on bdard. These adversariés will not emulate Saddam Hussien’s strategy but
will more likely look at the Vietminh’s asymmetric operations that thwarted America’s clear
military sfrengths.

It appears that current U.S. policy makers and military leaders have been lured by visions
of easy victories. JV 2010, the document shaping our military for the 21* century, is firmly
rooted in the lure of high technology. JV 2010’s centerpiece, precision engagement, is dominated
by PGMs. The emphasis on this precision tactic drives U.S. strategy and hahdcuffs operational
commanders. Just as PGMs failed to achieve U.S. objectives against Iraq and Osama Bin Laden,
so they will fail to be the answer for the asymmetric threats the U.S. will be unable to avoid in
the future. An entirely new vision with the influence of JV 2010 must be written to guide U.S. |
military planning for the next century, and it musf be based on sound policy and strategy instead
of tactical weapons and existing force structure. For their part, operational commanders must not
limit their planning to the use of PGMs, even when civilian leaders believe they are the only

option. A comprehensive plan with well-conceived branches and sequels is the only assurance
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that a command’s forces will be ready for the shifting threat of the asymmetric adversary. The
current Commandant of the Marine; Corps, General Charles Krulak, summéd itupwellina 10
October 1997 speech to the Nétional Press Club when he said, “...the next war will be
asymmetrical in nature and may not allow us to bring the wonders or our technology to bear. Our
enemy will not allow us to fight the son of Desert Storm, but force us to fight the step-son of

Chechnya.”
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